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A  N O T E o n  
M o ra l C o n cep ts  in  L ew is ' F ic tio n
by Margaret L. Carter
The e v i l  o f  S c re w ta p e  and  W esto n , t h e  go o d ­
n e s s  o f  Ransom and  h i s  Company, h av e  a ro u s e d  some 
u n f a v o r a b le  com m ent. Many c r i t i c s  seem  c o n v in c e d  
t h a t  C. S . L e w is ’ s f i c t i o n a l  p o r t r a y a l s  o f  good 
and  e v i l  a r e  p e t t y .  H o o p e r, i n  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  
t o  C h r i s t i a n  R e f l e c t i o n s  (p . v i i i ) , q u o te s  Graham 
Hough as  s a y i n g ,  " S c re w ta p e  seem s t o  h av e  b e e n  
a im in g  a t  r a t h e r  s m a l l  t a r g e t s  and  to  h av e  b e e n  
d e c id e d ly  l a c k i n g  i n  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  im a g in a t io n ,"  
and  W. W. R obson a s  c o m p la in in g  o f  t h e  sam e w o rk 's  
" g e n e r a l  m o ra l p e t t i n e s s . "  B r ia n  A l d i s s ’ B i l l i o n  
Y ear S p re e  (p . 213) com m ents on th e  Un-Man i n  
P e r e la n d r a ,  "L ew is g iv e s  u s n a s t i n e s s  and  a d o se  
o f  h o r r o r  . . . £ b u t  ]  no r e a l  e v i l . "
A ld i s s  f e e l s  t h a t  th e  d e m o n -p o s se s se d  W eston  
i s  p r e s e n t e d  on a l e v e l  w i th  a " n a u g h ty  b o y ."  Of 
T h a t H id eo u s  S t r e n g th  t h e  sam e c r i t i c  (p . 214) s a y s ,  
" I t  i s  h a r d  t o  b e l i e v e  i n  th e  C h r i s t i a n s  . . . s u b ­
s c r i b i n g  t o  b o th  a h ig h  m o ra l c r e e d  and  a  lo v e  o f  
a b u c o l i c  l i t t l e  E n g la n d ."
I m p l i c i t  i n  su ch  re m a rk s  i s  t h e  m is c o n c e p t io n  
t h a t  th e  su p p o s e d  " p e t t i n e s s "  r e f l e c t s  a  f a i l u r e  
o f  im a g in a t io n  o r  f a i l u r e  o f  n e rv e  on L e w is 's  p a r t .  
T h ese  c r i t i c s  seem  t o  w a n t Good and  E v i l  w i th  c a p ­
i t a l  l e t t e r s ,  f la m in g  i n  a b s t r a c t  g r a n d e u r  —  and 
th e y  a p p a r e n t ly  b e l i e v e  L ew is w ou ld  h av e  w r i t t e n  
th u s  h ad  h e  b e e n  a b l e .  I  w ish  t o  show t h a t  L ew is 
h ad  no su c h  i n t e n t i o n ,  t h a t  h i s  good and  b ad  c h a r ­
a c t e r s  f a i t h f u l l y  r e f l e c t  th e  c e n t e r  o f  h i s  C h r i s ­
t i a n  w o r ld - v ie w . S c e n e s  o f  t r a g i c  g r a n d e u r  w ou ld  
h av e  b e e n  a l i e n  t o  h i s  w h o le  c o n c e p t .
The " p e t t i n e s s "  o f  S c re w ta p e ,  th e  Un-M an, and 
th e  N .I .C .E .  seem s p a r t i c u l a r l y  o f f e n s i v e  t o  th e s e  
c r i t i c s ,  who a r e  i n f e c t e d  w i th  R o m an tic  n o t i o n s  o f  
th e  n o b i l i t y  o f  p r i d e  and  r e b e l l i o n .  L e w i s 's  o p in ­
io n  o f  th e s e  n o t i o n s  m ig h t w e l l  b e  su m m arised  by 
h i s  rem ark  i n  A P r e fa c e  to  P a r a d is e  L o s t  (p . 95) 
t h a t  "M ere C h r i s t i a n i t y  com m its e v e ry  C h r i s t i a n  t o  
b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  ' t h e  D e v i l  i s  ( i n  th e  lo n g  ru n )  an  
a s s ' . "  A long  th e  sam e l i n e ,  i n  The G rea t D iv o rc e  
(p . 72) he  h a s  M acD onald s a y ,  "The w h o le  d i f f i c u l t y  
o f  u n d e r s ta n d in g  H e l l  i s  t h a t  t h e  th i n g  t o  b e  u n d e r ­
s to o d  i s  so  n e a r l y  N o th in g ."  The U n-M an 's b e h a v io r ,  
r a t h e r  th a n  r e v e a l i n g  a  c r e a t i v e  f a i l u r e ,  seem s c a l ­
c u l a t e d  t o  d i s p l a y  t h a t  n o th i n g n e s s .  Ransom , f o r  
i n s t a n c e ,  n o t i c e s  t h a t  th e  d em o n -a n im a te d  W eston 
u s e s  i n t e l l i g e n c e  a s  a  m ere t o o l  t h a t  i s  l a i d  a s i d e  
when n o t  n e e d e d  — f o r  i n t e l l i g e n c e  i s  i n  i t s e l f  a 
good t h i n g ,  w h ich  c a n  o n ly  b e  p e r v e r t e d ,  n o t  o r i g i n ­
a t e d ,  by  th e  D e v i l .  And i s  n o t  th e  U n-M an 's p a s t im e  
o f  t e a r i n g  a p a r t  s m a l l  a n im a ls  p a r a l l e l e d  by  one  o f  
L e w is 's  com m ents on P a r a d is e  L o s t?
From hero to  general, from general to  politician, from politician to 
secret service agent, and thence to  a thing tha t peers in a t bedroom 
or bathroom  windows, and thence to  a toad, and finally to  a snake — 
such is the progress of Satan.
(P re face  t o  P a rad ise  L o st, p. 9 9 )
N or w ou ld  S c r e w ta p e 's  " r a t h e r  s m a l l  t a r g e t s "  
h av e  d i s t u r b e d  L e w is . I n  L e w is 's  C h r i s t i a n  p h i l ­
o s o p h y , an  o r th o d o x  fo l lo w in g  o f  M atth r ■< 5 :2 8 ,  a 
s i n ' s  e f f e c t  on th e  i n d i v i d u a l  s i n n e r  i s  m ore 
im p o r t a n t  th a n  i t s  s p e c t a c u l a r  v i s i b i l i t y .  Mere 
C h r i s t i a n i t y  (p . 87) re m in d s  u s :
One man may be so placed that his anger sheds the blood of 
thousands, and another so placed th a t however angry he gets he 
will only be laughed at. But the little mark on the soul may be
much the same in b o th ___ The bigness or smallness of the thing,
seen from the outside, is not what really matters.
T h is  a t t i t u d e  to w a rd  e v i l  i s  a  c o n se q u e n c e  o f  
L e w is 's  r e v e r e n c e  f o r  th e  s a c r a m e n ta l  v a lu e  o f  th e  
i n d i v i d u a l  s o u l .  The w h o le  e s s a y  e n t i t l e d  "The 
W e ig h t o f  G lo ry "  a m p l i f i e s  t h i s  s u b j e c t .  I t s  them e 
i s  b e s t  c o n c e n t r a t e d  i n  t h e  a d m o n i t io n ,  " I t  i s  a 
s e r i o u s  t h i n g  t o  l i v e  i n  a s o c i e t y  o f  p o s s i b l e  
g ods and  g o d d e s s e s  . . . .  You h a v e  n e v e r  t a l k e d  
t o  a  m ere  m o r t a l . "  [The W eig h t o f  G lo r y ,  p .  1 4 - 
15) B e c a u se  e a c h  C h r i s t i a n 's  body  i s  a l i v i n g  
te m p le  f o r  th e  H oly  S p i r i t ,  o u r  C h r i s t i a n  n e ig h ­
b o r  i s  t h e  h o l i e s t  o b j e c t  we c a n  e v e r  e n c o u n te r ,  
n e x t  t o  t h e  B le s s e d  S a c ra m e n t I t s e l f .  H ence th e  
m o s t com m onplace a c t i o n  o f  th e  m o s t o b s c u r e  p e r s o n  
may b e  o f  e t e r n a l  im p o r ta n c e .  Any d eed  n o t  s i n f u l  
can  b e  done t o  t h e  g lo r y  o f  God. I n  v i r t u e ,  a s  i n  
s i n ,  t h e  s p e c t a c u l a r  i s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  t h e  s i g n i f ­
i c a n t .  ( R e c a l l  t h e  la d y  o f  g l o r i o u s  s a i n th o o d ,  i n  
The G rea t D iv o r c e ,  who w as i n  l i f e  an  unknown 
E n g lish w o m a n .)  L ew is g iv e s  an  ex am p le  i n  Mere 
C h r i s t i a n i t y  (p . 8 5 ) :  "When a  n e u r o t i c  who h a s  a
p a t h o l o g i c a l  h o r r o r  o f  c a t s  f o r c e s  h im s e l f  t o  p ic k  
up a c a t  f o r  some good r e a s o n ,  i t  i s  q u i t e  p o s s i b l e  
t h a t  i n  G o d 's  e y e s  h e  h a s  shown m ore c o u ra g e  th a n  
a h e a l t h y  man may h av e  shown i n  w in n in g  th e  V .C ."  
R an so m 's  k i t c h e n  g a rd e n  and  m e n a g e r ie  i n  T h a t 
H id eo u s  S t r e n g th  p r o v id e  th e  s e t t i n g  f o r  t h e  p r a c ­
t i c e  o f  t h i s  k in d  o f  v i r t u e .
A p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p p r o p r i a t e  s e t t i n g ,  L ew is 
m ig h t s a y ,  c o n s i d e r in g  a  rem ark  i n  one o f  h i s  
l e t t e r s  t h a t  " a  h o u s e w i f e 's  w ork . . .  i s  s u r e l y  
i n  r e a l i t y  th e  m o s t im p o r t a n t  w ork i n  th e  w o r ld .  
W hat do s h i p s ,  r a i l w a y s ,  m in e s ,  c a r s ,  g o v e rn m e n t 
e t c .  e x i s t  f o r  e x c e p t  t h a t  p e o p le  may b e  f e d ,  
w arm ed, and  s a f e  i n  t h e i r  own hom es?" (L e t t e r s  o f  
C. S . L e w is ,  p .  262) From many d i f f e r e n t  a n g le s  
h e  a s s e r t s  t h e  c e n t r a l  im p o r ta n c e  o f  th e  o r d i n a r y  
human b e in g ,  m ak ing  i t  c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  a c t i o n s  o f  
one  p e r s o n  w o u ld  b e  o f  g r e a t e r ,  n o t  l e s s ,  i n t e r e s t  
t o  h im  th a n  th e  a c t i o n s  o f  a g ro u p . He c o n te n d s  
t h a t  " th e  c o l l e c t i v e  l i f e  i s  lo w e r th a n  th e  p e r ­
s o n a l  and  p r i v a t e  l i f e  and  h a s  no v a lu e  s a v e  in  
i t s  s e r v i c e "  (The W eig h t o f  G lo r y ,  p .  3 2 ) .  W h ile  
t h e  " c o l l e c t i v e "  w i l l  som eday d i s a p p e a r ,  e a c h  human 
s o u l  h a s  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  e t e r n a l  l i f e .
I n  l i n e  w i th  th e  B i b l i c a l  w a rn in g  t h a t  " th e  
l a s t  s h a l l  b e  f i r s t , "  L ew is show s a c o n s i s t a n t  
p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  " s m a l l  t a r g e t s "  o v e r  th e  g r a n d ly  
im p r e s s iv e .  S tu d y  o f  h i s  e n t i r e  body  o f  w r i t i n g s  
( r a h t e r  th a n  h i s  f i c t i o n a l  w orks i n  i s o l a t i o n )  r e ­
v e a l s  t h i s  p r e f e r e n c e  t o  b e  a c o n s c io u s  p h i l o s o p h i c  
c h o ic e .
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